I guess I didn't know exactly what to expect. When Dr. Judd had excitedly told me about her case, mine was the wide-eyed expression: such a rare diagnosis-one seen only on board exams, not in real life, unless you're lucky. Her story was case report-worthy. "Yours to write," he had said.
Dr. Judd laid out plans for her upcoming surgery: what tests had been ordered, where and when. Her eyes darted back and forth from him to me; she was overwhelmed and seemingly apologetic. As he wrapped up, I sensed her unanswered questions and lingered behind. As soon as the door closed behind Dr. Judd, Cheryl's confessions spilled out in small waves around my ankles. She was scared. She didn't understand. She liked my smile. Would I meet her at her next appointment? I had my own confession to make: I wanted to write her case report. Would she let me? I hung those words on a line between her and me, embarrassed to have my underthings aired, flapping in the wind. But she quickly put me at ease: Yes, she nodded. Yes.
On the inside, I sighed in relief. Even without the report, I would want to help you.
In the weeks to follow, I repeated this to myself over and over. On the day I borrowed the department's digital camera to take pictures of parts of her body that made her blush. The "This is Dr. Katherine. I can't pronounce her last name!" They didn't smile back at me. I fought the urge to leave immediately.
The next day, when I came by to find Cheryl, she was thankfully alone, sitting up on the side of the bed, legs dangling as they had the first day we met.
"Hi," I started, "I heard it went great." She smiled back, about to speak, when her eyes settled on the door behind me. "Oh, you remember my son?" I tensed as if an intruder, caught red-handed.
We exchanged pleasantries though I secretly hoped to disappear into the faux wood floors. A few minutes later, he excused himself to get something to eat from the cafeteria.
Finally, I could revel in the joy of Cheryl's recovery. She looked so good. As I sort through the stack of the day's mail, I find a lemon yellow envelope addressed in large rounded cursive. My heart leaps a little. I flip the envelope over to find a Mickey Mouse sticker festively decorating the seal. Cheryl. I wonder what might be inside this time. Photographs from her most recent Disney cruise? Last time, she had written an entire letter to me on the back of small pieces of scrap paper she found while waiting in line at the post-office, stapled together in order.
I carefully open the envelope and pull out a card. Out fall a few photographs and a folded up piece of lined notebook paper, complete with ragged edges torn from a spiral binding. The photographs are of paintings: a cat, a bowl of fruit, a panda bear nuzzling its child. The letter starts like always: "Dear Dr. Katherine." I learn that Cheryl has taken up painting and takes classes every Wednesday night. The panda painting, she writes, won first prize in a student contest. Her instructor was puzzled by the title she gave to the painting, "Katherine and Jolie," so she explained that she named it after me and my daughter. I look at the photograph of the panda bears again before closing my eyes, now wet.
"So what test would you order now?" I ask my students and residents. "Knowing what you know so far?" They are close: they have almost cracked Cheryl's case.
"Biopsy the rash," offers an astute intern.
Moments later, we are discussing her diagnosis, and I recognize their wide-eyed expressions of piqued intellectual curiosity. "Isn't that rare?" they say. "Great case!" they murmur.
I tell them about the case report. But, I also tell them about Cheryl-the gentle spirit who had made an amazing recovery after that fateful surgery nine years ago and who continues to do well. The person whom I've kept in touch with all of these years. And most importantly, the way some patients find their way into your heart, despite your best original intentions.
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